ATG: Besides integrating the databases what other improvements, completed and yet to be done, are being added to the online platform?
GLR: The management of monographic standing orders which was possible on the Touzot Website but not on the Aux Amateurs' has just been added to the AMALIVRE site. Search, sort, order, and claim functions have all been added to this module. In the same way, the management and review of serial subscriptions will be put in place between now and the end of the year. Finally, account management, with detailed statistics by subject and funds, which already exists in large part on the AMALIVRE site, will be enhanced.
We plan also to offer mutual access to libraries with reciprocal or cooperative arrangements so that they can better manage their collections.
ATG: Looking back on it, what were the most difficult challenges in making the merger work? Not only have you merged businesses but you've combined physical operations as well. What led to that decision? How has it worked? What about your staffs? How have they adjusted? GLR: The challenge was double. First we had to find a location sufficiently large to accommodate 35 people while still remaining in the heart of Paris. Second, we had to integrate the information systems and capture historic data, if not from 70 years, at least from the last 10 even 20 years' activity. The scope of the difficulty posed by the IT issue turned out to be greater than foreseen. We finally came to completing the integration towards the end of June after some 18 months of work.
For the offices, as I said, I wanted us to remain in Paris proper, here where 75% of French publishing activity takes place. Trying to find a space of 500 sq. meters in the heart of Paris at a reasonable cost was a bit of a gamble. We had the good fortune to find, immediately adjacent to the Aux Amateurs' offices, the additional space that we were lacking.
My surprise and satisfaction came from seeing how the two teams have come together rapidly and effectively. However, for the Touzot team, there was the shock of having to move, and for the Aux Amateurs' team, the need to find working space for 15 new arrivals. Mixed teams organized by service were planned and put in place from the first day and have worked well from the start. As of the 1st of July, all our staff members have felt comfortable working under the new identity AMALIVRE even as they remain proud of their respective histories.
ATG: In the original letter to your customers you claimed that the merger was "a terrific opportunity to expand our service offerings and strengthen our promotion of French culture and French language collections abroad." Now that the merger is nearly complete what evidence of this will current and potential overseas customers see? What new services are being offered?
GLR: I would like to insist on the fact that the merger was not initiated to save money but to strengthen our operations. This is true for each department, notably for the bibliographic and cataloging services, where the teams have been doubled. It's true as well for the Website, which we are working on to make more responsive and in line with the needs of libraries by joining our resources rather than working separately on development projects each on his own side. It's true at last from a business perspective as we will have greater resources to apply to customer service and to meet with clients, whether at conferences and professional meetings or onsite at their libraries.
I'd add that we are going to devote a great amount of time and resources to develop our title offerings from Francophone regions and notably from the southern areas of the Francophone world. There are some terrific books published in Sub-Saharan Africa as well as the Caribbean, but these are difficult to obtain. We want to put in place regular and reliable collection and supply networks.
ATG: Will the merger allow you to better address the demand for eBooks and other digital formats? If so, in what ways?
GLR: The development of eBook sales depends not so much on our efforts and the resources we commit to it but more on the timid and conservative attitude of publishers. Under the pretext of safeguarding their rights, they are putting in place models that are ill-suited to academic libraries.
We have recently signed with a large publisher a partnership agreement, and we will be marketing 80 titles each month from their catalogue. This is a first initiative, and we hope that it will catch on with other publishers.
ATG: Given the dramatic changes the publishing industry is experiencing, mergers like yours may become commonplace. Do you have any words of wisdom for other companies considering such a merger?
GLR: You're right. When I attended my first ALA meeting, 25 years ago next year, there was an entire aisle devoted to foreign vendors. In Las Vegas last June, we were five or six gathered together at the end of one aisle. The movement towards consolidation is thus clearly visible.
As concerns business mergers, people often say that the human element is the most delicate. In our case, this was the easiest. By contrast, I understand better the difficulties that libraries face when they undertake a system change. Based on our experience, the advice I'd give, in the case of merging two bookselling operations, would be to devote some time to carefully study the compatibility of information systems and put everything in place for a complete, reliable, and useful consolidation of past activity.
ATG: Gilles, thank you so much for taking the time to talk us about this exciting new venture! GLR: Thank you and thanks to your readers for your interest in AMALIVRE. And we must not leave out the elegant Peter Shepherd, the creator of Project COUNTER! He has a letter to the editor in this issue and will also be in Charleston in November!
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